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Abstract Although there are some reports on mummy specimens stored in Japan, summarized 
information on them has not yet been reported. The purpose of this study is to make the inventory 
of them. Based on original definition of mummy, 64 cases were identified.
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Introduction

In the field of physical anthropology, human 
remains other than skeleton are important scien-
tific specimens of academic value. Mummies can 
reveal information that is useful to recovery past 
people’s views of life, the afterworld, and their 
views of the body as well as their mummification 
techniques, and so on (Aufderheide, 2003). The 
application of new scientific methods, such as 
DNA analysis, radiocarbon dating, and stable 
isotope analyses, can provide opportunities to 
obtain more information from mummies than 
only human skeletal remains (Fernández et al., 
1999; Shinoda et al., 2006; Schuenemann et al., 
2017).

In Japan, several specimens of mummy have 
been stored and reported (Yamada et al., 1996). 
Among them, Buddhist mummies, which are 
called as the Sokushinbutsu in Japanese, have 
been the most researched (Morimoto, 1993). The 
Group for Research of Japanese Mummies pub-
lished the historical book “Research on Mum-
mies in Japan” in 1969 (Group for Research of 
Japanese Mummies, 1969). Dr. Ogata Tamotsu, a 
member of the group reported the anthropologi-
cal aspects of the Sokushibutsu in this book, and 
has contributed to their preservation both physi-
cally and in terms of knowledge (Ogata, 1969). 

Thanks to his efforts, the Sokushinbutsu have 
maintained their forms and remain as objects of 
religious worship to this day.

Several natural mummies are also stored in 
Japan. In particular, bodies in adipocere have 
been found accidentally in archaeological sites in 
Japan (Yamada et al., 1996; Kamiya, 2000; 
Sakaue and Kajigayama, 2020). There are also 
several mummies of foreign cultures stored in 
Japanese research institutes and museums 
(Morimoto and Hirata, 1993: Morimoto et al., 
1998: Kamiya, 2000).

However, a summarized inventory of the 
mummies stored in Japan has not yet been 
reported. This means that it is difficult to even 
check the conditions of the mummies, despite the 
risk of their future dispersal and destruction in 
the hot and humid natural environment of Japan.

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to make 
an inventory of mummy specimens stored in 
Japan with, including brief information and their 
storage organization.

Material and Methods

The definition of a mummy varies slightly 
among researchers. The definition of mummy in 
this study is f, or a human body with skeletal 
remains along with soft tissues that can be deter-
mined to belong to the person. However, the fol-
lowing cases were excluded.© 2022 National Museum of Nature and Science
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1)  Cases in which only hair remains with the 
bones (Figure 1). This is was mainly found at 
sites of the Edo period. There is almost no 
record of having hair or not in archaeological 
report, although many cases have been found 
if the amount of hair is ignored. Because of 
the custom of burying bodies with the hair 
of another person, the hair found cannot be 
confirmed to belong to that person.

2)  Cases created for anatomical and educa-
tional purposes. These were also excluded 
because of the large number of specimens 
and many of them are not listed even in the 
collection institution.

3)  Cases used for medicine. There are some 
written records that indicate that mummi-
fied organs have been imported for use in 
Chinese medicine since the medieval 
period. However, they remained fragmen-
tary, and its origin were uncertain.

Shrunken heads made up of only skin and hair 
without bone were included in this study because 
they were made as part of an important mummy 
culture and there are several examples that have 
been imported to Japan (Figure 2).

The survey was conducted by interviewing 
research institutions, museums, and temples 
using past reports and papers as references, and 
only specimens that the author was able to actu-
ally observe were counted. Therefore, several 
previously identified mummies were omitted 
from this inventory, such as the four mummified 
bodies of the Fujiwara clan (Yamada et al., 
1996).

In this inventory, mummy specimens from for-
eign countries are described in two major catego-
ries: ancient Egyptian and New continental. The 
categories were determined based on the name of 
specimen, its skin texture, presence of bandages 
and resin, and cranial morphology. Japanese 
mummy specimens are divided into the follow-
ing categories: “Sokushinbutsu” which are Bud-
dhist mummies stored in temples (Figure 3), 
“Mummified” which are bodies found in a dry 
environment (Figure 4), “Adipocere” which are 
human bodies that were found in a wet environ-

ment with the presence of white adipose tissue 
on the skin (Figure 5).

Results and Discussion

The inventory is shown in Table 1. In total, 64 
mummy cases were identified.

The oldest Japanese mummy specimen by the 

Fig. 1　Example for a skull with hair remains.
This skull was excavated from the Ichigayay-
anagimachi site of Edo period, Tokyo.

Fig. 2　Example of the shrunken head.
This mummy (No.18 in Table 1) was stored in 
the National Museum of Nature and Science.
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definition of this report is a skull and its brain 
excavated from the Aoyakamijichi site in the late 
Yayoi period (approximately 1,800 years ago) 

(Fig. 6). The oldest foreign mummy in Japan is 
Egyptian mummy No. 2, which is stored at the 
Gunma Museum of Natural History. However,  

Fig. 3　Example of Sokushinbutsu.
This sokushinbutsu is of the Bukkai Shonin 
(No. 9 in Table 1).

Fig. 4　Example of Mummified.
This mummy of the Herbalist 8 (No.28 in Table 1).

Fig. 5　Example of Adipocere.
This mummy is No.24 in Table 1. Left side of this figure is enlarged left arm and red circle indicates its 
adipose tissue.
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as Kondo et al. (1998) point out, the estimated 
age is likely to be different from the actual age of 
the mummy.

Although Morimoto et al. (1998) reported that 
“Egyptian mummy No. 3” of the Gunma 
Museum of Natural History was made in ancient 
Egypt, it appears to be a New continental 
mummy based on its artificial deformation of 
skull, high values of delta C thirteen (－9.4‰) 
and newer radiocarbon dating (calAD1170-1180) 
(Kondo et al., 1998), as well as morphological 
features of the face (flat at nasal root and prog-
nostic prognathism, Figure 7).

Several mummies of unknown origin without 
any information are stored at Kyoto University; 
at least three Egyptian mummies and ten New 
continental mummies are included, based on the 
bandage wrapping and cranial morphology. In 
particular, the Egyptian mummy shown in Figure 
8 is very distinctive and may be from the early 
stages of ancient Egyptian civilization. A more 
detailed analysis, including partial destruction of 
the specimen, is necessary and will be published 
soon.

Most of the Sokushinbutsu, except for two 
individuals, were recovered and reinforced by 
Dr. Ogata (Figure 9). As he reported (1969), all 
of the Sokushinbutsu had been repaired by 
believers until 1969. However, their state of pres-
ervation was still quite poor and their damage 
would have worsened if they had not been refur-
bished by Dr. Ogata. The recovery process that 
he carried out were important in terms of pre-
serving the appearance of the Sokushinbutsu to 
the present day. However, it is difficult to deter-
mine the condition of the mummy at the time of 
its creation.

The number of adipocere bodies has been 
counted as high as 12 in Japan (Figure 10), and 
new case has also been excavated recently 
(Sakaue and Kajigayama, 2020). This is because 
people in Edo city (now Tokyo) were buried 
under a marshy area with abundant underground 
water, people of certain classes were buried in 
sturdy ceramic jar coffins, and not much time has 
passed. Although the physical characteristics of N

um
be

r
N

am
e

C
at

eg
or

y
St

or
ed

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
St

or
ed

  
pr

ef
ec

tu
re

C
en

tu
ry

 
of

 
cr

ea
tio

n
R

ef
er

en
ce

s
N

ot
e

53
Eg

yp
tia

n 
m

um
m

y 
N

o.
 6

Eg
yp

tia
n 

m
um

m
y

G
un

m
a 

M
us

eu
m

 o
f N

at
ur

al
 

H
is

to
ry

G
un

m
a

M
or

im
ot

o 
et

 a
l. 

(1
99

8)
rig

ht
 a

nd
 le

ft 
fe

et

54
Sh

ru
nk

en
 h

ea
d 

fr
om

 E
qu

ad
or

 in
 T

en
ri 

U
ni

v.
 

N
o.

 1
N

ew
 c

on
tin

en
ta

l 
m

um
m

y
Te

nr
i U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 S
an

ko
ka

n 
M

us
eu

m
N

ar
a

ce
re

m
on

ia
l t

sa
nt

a 
(H

ou
lto

n,
 2

01
8)

55
Sh

ru
nk

en
 h

ea
d 

fr
om

 E
qu

ad
or

 in
 T

en
ri 

U
ni

v.
 

N
o.

 2
N

ew
 c

on
tin

en
ta

l 
m

um
m

y
Te

nr
i U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 S
an

ko
ka

n 
M

us
eu

m
N

ar
a

ce
re

m
on

ia
l t

sa
nt

a 
(H

ou
lto

n,
 2

01
8)

56
Sh

ru
nk

en
 h

ea
d 

in
 N

at
io

na
l M

us
eu

m
 o

f 
Et

hn
ol

og
y

N
ew

 c
on

tin
en

ta
l 

m
um

m
y

N
at

io
na

l M
us

eu
m

 o
f 

Et
hn

ol
og

y
O

sa
ka

ce
re

m
on

ia
l t

sa
nt

a?

57
Eg

yp
tia

n 
m

um
m

ie
s i

n 
K

yo
to

 U
ni

v.
Eg

yp
tia

n 
m

um
m

y
K

yo
to

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
K

yo
to

at
 le

as
t 3

 p
ie

ce
s o

f E
gy

pt
ia

n 
m

um
m

ie
s

58
So

ut
h 

A
m

er
ic

an
 m

um
m

ie
s i

n 
K

yo
to

 U
ni

v.
N

ew
 c

on
tin

en
ta

l 
m

um
m

y
K

yo
to

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
K

yo
to

at
 le

as
t 1

0 
pi

ec
es

 o
f N

ew
 c

on
tin

en
ta

l 
m

um
m

ie
s

59
B

ra
in

 w
ht

hi
n 

sk
ul

l N
o.

 5
A

di
po

ce
re

?
To

tto
ri 

Pr
ef

ec
tu

ra
l M

us
eu

m
To

tto
ri

2
In

ou
e 

an
d 

M
at

su
m

ot
o 

(2
00

2)
ex

ca
va

te
d 

at
 A

oy
ak

am
iji

ch
i s

ite
60

B
ra

in
 w

ht
hi

n 
sk

ul
l N

o.
 8

A
di

po
ce

re
?

To
tto

ri 
Pr

ef
ec

tu
ra

l M
us

eu
m

To
tto

ri
2

In
ou

e 
an

d 
M

at
su

m
ot

o 
(2

00
2)

ex
ca

va
te

d 
fr

om
 th

e A
oy

ak
am

iji
ch

i s
ite

61
B

ra
in

 w
ht

hi
n 

sk
ul

l N
o.

 3
2

A
di

po
ce

re
?

To
tto

ri 
Pr

ef
ec

tu
ra

l M
us

eu
m

To
tto

ri
2

In
ou

e 
an

d 
M

at
su

m
ot

o 
(2

00
2)

ex
ca

va
te

d 
at

 A
oy

ak
am

iji
ch

i s
ite

62
A

di
po

ce
re

 fr
om

 F
uk

uo
ka

 p
re

f.
A

di
po

ce
re

K
yu

sh
u 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
Fu

ku
ok

a
18

?
w

ho
le

bo
dy

63
A

di
po

ce
re

 o
f w

oo
dc

ut
te

r f
ro

m
 M

iy
ag

i p
re

f.
A

di
po

ce
re

To
ho

ku
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

M
iy

ag
i

20
w

ho
le

bo
dy

64
A

di
po

ce
re

 o
f a

 B
ud

dh
is

t p
rie

st
 fr

om
 H

yo
go

 
pr

ef
.

A
di

po
ce

re
K

ob
e 

C
ity

 C
en

te
r F

or
 

A
rc

ha
eo

lo
gi

ca
l o

pe
ra

tio
ns

 
　

　
　

w
ho

le
bo

dy
 w

ith
 a

pp
ar

en
tly

 n
at

ur
al

 
m

um
m

y

Ta
be

l 1
. 

C
on

tin
ue

d.



Inventory of the human mummy specimens in Japan 7

people of the Edo period have been clarified 
from skeletal remains and literature, further 
knowledge may be gained using these mummies.

The issues that came to light as a result of this 
survey include: 1) the storage conditions are not 
always ideal, and many of the mummies have 
mold; 2) there is still the possibility of finding 
new information on mummies other than those 
listed here; 3) it is necessary to examine speci-
mens in which there are only hair remains with 
the skeletal remains; 4) continuous application 
for research of the mummies that were not 

allowed to be surveyed at this time is necessary, 
for example, the mummies of the Fujiwara clan; 
5) it is also important to record the current status 
of the mummies and pass them on to future gen-
erations with analyses of CT imaging, radiocar-
bon dating, DNA analysis, and other methods. I 
plan to address these issues in the future.
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